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Shembe
a Zulu church
Greg Marinovich
The Zionist churches are one of South Africa’s most distinctive 
religious movements, and collectively constitute the largest grouping 
of Christians in South Africa. Despite the name, they have no link to 
Judaism other than an inclination toward the Christian bible’s Old 
Testament. “Zionist” is a reference to Zion, Illinois, which Scottish 
immigrant John Dowie founded as a home for his rather dubious 
faith healing enterprise, the apocalyptic Christian Catholic Apostolic 
Church. Dowie’s early “primitivist” Christianity foreshadowed the rise 
of Pentecostalism. While Dowie never visited South Africa, his writings 
influenced people on the Witwatersrand and in Natal to form like-
minded congregations in the early twentieth century, which floundered 
once Dowie was disgraced in the United States. Most of those South 
African communities joined a new church, the Apostolic Faith Mission. 
Key to the faith was Pentecostalism, notably accompanied by divine 
healing, speaking in tongues, and full-immersion baptism as well as 
regular purification rituals.
The first congregations were multiracial but later, whites began 
to distance themselves from the black Zionist movement, with its 
distinctive attire and restrictions such as not eating pork and eschew-
ing the use of medicines. Charismatic black preachers broke away to 
form their own churches, each forging a new tradition and forms of 
worship, with many incorporating traditional African belief systems 
and the veneration of the ancestors. Racial politics was to play a part 
in the development of the churches, just as it affected all facets of 
South African society. Even before apartheid was formally introduced 
after the election of Afrikaner Nationalists to power in 1948, the 
de facto segregation of society had been enforced since early colonial 
times, and was codified from the early 1900s. Many of the African 
churches—then called separatist—were formed as a reaction to the 
white dominance of Christianity and the refusal of the majority of 
religious communities to regard blacks as equal to whites inside and 
outside of the church.
Isaiah Mloyiswa Mdliwamafa Shembe was born in the Drakensberg 
area of Natal in 1865. His father was a tenant farmer and initially Isaiah 
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Shembe followed in his footsteps, but later moved to the Reef where 
the discovery of gold attracted many migrants. He joined William 
Leshega’s church in Boksburg, where he was baptized as an evangelist 
and a preacher. Later, when Leshega affiliated with the Apostolic Faith 
Mission in 1909, Shembe struck out on his own in the native reserve at 
Witzieshoek, adjoining northern Lesotho. Shembe claimed that God’s 
Word told him to go to Natal and free his people of the yoke of the 
white man. Shembe resisted until a lightning strike to his leg prompted 
his obedience. Blending Zulu traditions and culture with the elements 
of the Old and New Testaments, his charismatic leadership saw the 
rapid growth of The Nazareth Baptist Church, known more commonly 
simply as AmaNazaretha or Shembe. It is said Shembe had a trusted 
messenger enter an area a day or two prior to his arrival and herald the 
coming of a great prophet of God; he seldom disappointed. By 1911, 
Shembe had established a sacred site at eKuphakameni (Place of 
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Skeptical devotees watch a man give testimony that he was healed by the leader of the church at the 
headquarters of the Nazareth Baptist Church, or Shembe at eBuhleni, KwaZulu Natal, South Africa. 
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Spiritual Upliftment) which was to become the church headquarters. 
By the 1980s, it was the largest indigenous church in Africa with over 
one million adherents. This title was contested only by the Zion Chris-
tian Church (ZCC) in the then Northern Transvaal, which a 1996 cen-
sus identified as having 3.6 million adherents.
One of the ceremonies Shembe initiated was a barefoot three-day 
pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain, Nhlangakazi. Shembe said the Word 
had led him to this low, flat-topped mountain, as it was the place God 
would communicate his instructions to his prophet, just as Moses had 
to climb Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments. It might have 
been at Nhlangakazi (accounts vary) that Shembe was struck by light-
ning and while incapacitated, received divine visions that instructed 
him to go south. He made the journey on foot, carrying a few objects 
Church members led by elders carry the everyday objects that belonged to the founder Isaiah Shembe 
and the ‘Ark of the Covenant’ towards the holy mountain followed by 100,000 pilgrims who undertook 
a three day barefoot walk from the headquarters of the Nazareth Baptist Church, or Shembe, to 
Nhlangakazi, 1997. 
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like a bible, staff, lantern, etc. The barefoot walk to Nhlangakazi is the 
highlight of the Shembe religious calendar, and hundreds of thousands 
of believers follow the church elders bearing Shembe’s original objects 
that have since become holy relics. These include Holy Communion 
vessels as well as a covered object that is referred to as the Ark of the 
Covenant.
This massive and growing church is staunchly traditionalist as far as 
Zulu culture is concerned. Despite being so closely tied to Zulu society, 
the church has managed to endure the internecine Zulu war of the 
1980s and 1990s, where both Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and African 
National Congress (ANC) leaders would attend the same service. Yet, in 
the verdant rolling valleys and outside the sanctity of the whitewashed 
stones that demarcate Shembe sacred ground, modern-day warriors 
who were church members fought and died in ferocious clashes. While 
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Pilgrims make their way to the top of the holy mountain Nhlanagazi in the KwaZulu Natal midlands 
in a retracing of the shrines that mark the route of the founder of the Nazareth Baptist Church Isaiah 
Shembe, 1997. 
Photo © Greg 
Marinovich.  
gregmarinovich 
.photoshelter.com
38 DOI10.2979/transition.125.1.06•Transition125
peace returned to the province once democratic rule was established, 
incidents of violence are still common, and the church is not immune 
to the effects.
Some of these skirmishes relate to the various succession con-
tests that have occurred within the church. Isaiah Shembe is said to 
have anointed two of his sons for leadership after his death, which 
occurred in 1935, naming Johannes Galilee the “Sun” and Amos Kula 
the “Moon.”
The first to take over the holy dynasty was indeed Galilee Shembe, 
who was subsequently murdered by unknown attackers in 1977. Fol-
lowing what was most likely an assassination, a dispute arose as to 
whether Galilee’s older brother, Amos Kula, should take over (as was 
seemingly instructed by the late founder) or if Galilee’s son, Londa, 
should lead the faithful. This led to a split, with Londa staying at the 
original Ekuphakameni church with a smaller group of followers and 
his uncle Amos establishing a new branch nearby at eBuhleni, followed 
by the majority of Nazerites. Londa himself was assassinated in 1979, 
Virgins or unmarried girls at eBuhleni, the headquarters of the Nazareth Baptist Church, or Shembe. 
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while Amos died of old age in 1995. Amos’ son Vimbeni took over at 
eBuhleni. The schisms did not end with the death of the contesting 
descendants, but rather more took hold. There are now at least four 
major churches in South Africa claiming the mantle of Isaiah Shembe. 
One of these is based outside KwaZulu Natal in Gauteng province, 
south of Soweto.
The most recent public contestation for the leadership followed 
the death of Vimbeni Shembe in 2011. Nkosi Mduduzi Shembe, the 
leader’s son, was initially chosen to lead the eBuhleni faction where 
the church is headquartered. The late leader’s cousin took him to the 
high court. Five years later, in 2016, it was determined that a document 
in which Vimbeni Shembe chose his nephew Vela Shembe (and also 
the son of Galilee, the last leader of the united church) to succeed 
should have precedence over oral testimony that he chose his son, 
Mduduzi.
A young girl prepares for her wedding during a mass marriage ceremony at the headquarters of the 
Nazareth Baptist Church in eBuhleni, KwaZulu Natal. 
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Following the court case, there are rumors of a rapprochement, with 
negotiations taking place between the eBuhleni and eKuphakameni 
church factions. While numbers are uncertain, given the hostility, there 
may be as many as four million people who follow one of the four 
Shembe churches which, if they once again joined into a single church, 
would make it a contender for the largest church in Africa. 
For further reading on the Shembe, see Shembe and the early Zionists: 
A Reappraisal, by Barry Morton (2014); The Birth of Christian Zionism in 
South Africa, by G. C. Oosthuizen (1987); Bantu Prophets in South Africa, 
by Bengt Sundkler (1948); Shembe, The Revitalization of African Society, by 
A. Vilakazi, B. Mthethwa, and M. Mpanza (1986); and Rituals of Fertility 
and the Sacrifice of Desire, by Carol Ann Muller (1999). 
Members of the Gauteng branch of the Nazareth Baptist Church, or Shembe, enter Soweto’s Klip River 
for baptism, 1997. 
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Photographs and renditions of the lineage of spiritual leaders of the Nazareth Baptist Church, including 
some showing Isaiah Shembe alongside Moses and Christ. 
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